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Abstract 
Opinion leadership is one of the most prominent concepts in communication sciences. 
A popular method for studying opinion leadership is the use of self-designating scales. The 
present study examines whether opinion leaders who are identified by self-designating scales 
literally lead opinions, that is, actually influence others. For this purpose, 78 dyads of friends 
were interviewed and their political conversations were observed. The results reveal that self-
perceived opinion leadership is associated with aspects of the influence process (i.e., goal to 
influence, influential communication, and opinion effects) and with other-perceptions of 
opinion leadership in political conversations. However, given the small effects and the 
significant role of the interaction partner with regard to the influence process, it is concluded 
that the extent to which self-designating scales are able to represent the complexity of social 
reality is limited.  
Keywords: opinion leadership, self-designating scales, observational study, dyadic 
analysis, partner effects  
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Opinion leadership is one of the most prominent concepts in communication sciences 
(Katz & Fialkoff, 2017). Opinion leaders are persons who literally lead opinions, meaning 
that they exert “influence on the opinion of others” (Hellevik & Bjørklund, 1991, p. 158). 
Because of their influence potential, “thousands of studies” (Weimann, 1994, p. 88) have 
examined opinion leaders in diverse thematic contexts, such as politics (e.g., Lazarsfeld, 
Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944), health communication (e.g., Rice, Wu, Li, Detels, & Rotheram-
Borus, 2012), or fashion (e.g., Summers, 1970).  
Various measurement approaches have been used to identify opinion leaders (for a 
review, see Rogers & Cartano, 1962; Valente & Pumpuang, 2006). Comparable to the 
measurement of other communication traits, such as communication competence (McCroskey 
& McCroskey, 1988), the most prominent method for assessing opinion leadership is the use 
of self-designating scales as they can be easily administered in surveys (Valente 
& Pumpuang, 2006). Self-designating opinion leadership scales ask a series of questions to 
determine the degree to which respondents perceive themselves to be influential (Weimann, 
1994, p. 35). However, as for self-designating scales of communication behavior in general 
(Baumeister, Vohs, & Funder, 2007), the validity of self-designating opinion leadership scales 
can be questioned (Weimann, 1994, p. 37). The current study focuses on political opinion 
leadership and asks whether self-perceived political opinion leaders actually influence others. 
Merton’s (1968) notion that influence is “not an abstract attribute of a person” but “a 
process implicating two or more people” (p. 464) points to the limitations of the validity of 
self-designating opinion leadership scales in two ways. First, Merton’s (1968) definition 
indicate the importance of the context whereas self-designating scales measure opinion 
leadership independently of interaction partners and situations. In social science literature, the 
issue of context has been addressed in trait-vs-state (e.g., Steyer, Schmitt, & Eid, 1999), 
person-by-situation (e.g., Zuroff, 1982), and dispositional-vs-situational debates (e.g., 
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Solomon, 1978). Thus, self-designating opinion leadership scales measure the disposition, the 
general tendency to act as an opinion leader, but they ignore whether opinion leadership has 
implications in concrete situations, whether opinion leaders actually influence others (see also 
Baumeister et al., 2007). The situations in which political opinion leadership takes place can 
be specified as everyday political conversations (Lazarsfeld et al., 1944). According to 
opinion leadership definitions, in such political conversations, opinion leaders aim to 
influence the conversation partner’s opinion (Flynn, Goldsmith, & Eastman, 1996; Lazarsfeld 
et al., 1944), use influential communication (Flynn, Goldsmith & Eastman, 1994; Turcotte et 
al., 2015), and affect the partner’s opinion (Hellevik & Bjørklund, 1991; Rogers, 1995). 
Consequently, self-designating scales will be a valid way to identify opinion leaders if they 
are reflected in these aspects of influence in political conversations. Therefore, this research 
report asks the question of whether self -perceived opinion leadership corresponds with a) the 
influence goal, b) influential communication, and c) opinion effects (RQ1). 
Second, the identification of opinion leadership by self-assessment measures self-
perceived opinion leadership—to score high on the scale, respondents have to see themselves 
as influential (Weimann, 1994, p. 37). However, Merton’s (1968) notion that influence is a 
two-sided process points to the importance of the interactional partners’ perceptions. The 
issue of self- and other-perception has been extensively addressed in social sciences, for 
example, in the social relations model (Kenny & La Voie, 1984). In the case of opinion 
leadership, it has been asserted that opinion leaders’ self-perception is not a sufficient 
precondition to define them, as they heavily depend on the “social recognition” (Weimann, 
1994, p. 83) of their followers. Therefore, self-designating scales will be a valid measurement 
approach to opinion leadership if they are reflected in the conversation partners’ perceptions. 
The present research report asks whether self -perceived opinion leadership corresponds with 
other-perceived opinion leadership in political conversations (RQ2). 
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Method 
Procedures  
To answer both questions, 82 dyads of friends or acquaintances were recruited through 
an article in the regional press and compensated with 30 Euro. In a first step, both dyadic 
partners answered (independently of each other) questions on self-perceived opinion 
leadership amongst others. Two weeks later, the dyad partners were invited to attend a lab 
where they talked for ten minutes in absence of researchers about a short clipping from a 
political talk show on immigration policy. Immigration policy is considered an appropriate 
conversation topic because it equally affects everyday life of all populations groups (in 
contrast to pension policy, for example). The conversations were audio recorded and 
transcribed subsequently. Immediately after the political conversations, the dyad partners 
were moved to separate rooms and interviewed on their conversation goals and on their 
perceptions (i.e., opinion effects; perceived opinion leadership) via a paper-and-pencil 
questionnaire.  
Sample 
After data cleansing,1 the final sample comprised 78 dyads of friends or acquaintances, 
respectively, 156 individuals. The participants’ age ranged from 18 to 79 years (M = 34.40, 
SD = 13.27), with slightly more women (58 %). Nearly half of the participants had at least 
graduated from college (46 %) indicating that the sample’s education was above-average. The 
participants had been acquainted for almost 8 years on average (M = 7.79, SD = 8.25). 
Measurements 
(Self-perceived) opinion leadership. Based on the first opinion leadership scales of 
Lazarsfeld et al. (1944) and Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955), different self-designating scales have 
 
1 Four dyads were excluded due to inconsistencies in socio demographics between the first and second 
survey.  
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been developed (e.g., Flynn et al., 1996; Rogers & Cartano, 1962). The present study used a 
modified version of Childers’ (1986) scale as it is “the most popular in practice” (Gnambs & 
Batinic, 2011, p. 95). The scale’s items were applied to politics2 and—as it also has been done 
in current research to streamline questionnaire administration (e.g., Mangold & Bachl, 
2018)—the items were translated to statements with five-point response options ranging from 
1 = does not apply at all to 5 = does fully apply instead of using item-specific response 
formats (e.g., 5 = very often to 1 = never; 5 = told a number of people to 1 = told no one). 
Agreement with the items was measured in the online survey two weeks before the 
conversation. For the sake of unidimensionality, the item on generic leadership3 was excluded 
(see also Flynn, Goldsmith, & Eastman, 1994). The 5-item scale indicated high internal 
reliability (Cronbach’s α = .91; Nunnally, 1978).  
Table 1 
Opinion Leadership 
 M  SD 
(1) I often talk to my friends and acquaintances about politics.  3.36 1.19 
(2) When I talk with my friends and acquaintances about politics, I give a 
great deal of information. 
2.99 1.06 
(3) During the past six months, I have informed many of my friends and 
acquaintances about politics. 
2.51 1.22 
(4) Compared to my friends, I am likely to be asked about politics. 2.44 1.09 
(5) In discussions of politics, I most often tell my friends about politics. 2.24 1.04 
 2.71 1.00 
 
2 The original scale of Childers (1986) measures opinion leadership regarding cable television.  
3 Generic leadership item: “Overall, I am often used as a source of advice by my friends and 
acquaintances.” 
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Note. N = 156; 5-point scale: 1 = does not apply at all to 5 = does fully apply. 
Influence goal. The goal to influence opinions is at the core of the opinion leadership 
concept (Flynn et al., 1996). The first opinion leadership scale of Lazarsfeld et al. (1944) 
identified opinion leaders by asking if they „have […] tried to convince anyone of [their] 
political ideas recently” (p. 50). Accordingly, the influence goal was measured by two items 
on the five-point agreement scale (see above) in the questionnaire immediately after the 
conversation: (1) “It was important to me to convince my conversation partner of my 
opinion.”; (2) “It was important to me to win my conversation partner for my opinion.” The 
Spearman-Brown coefficient4 indicates reliability (Spearman-Brown ρ = .76), thus, an 
average index was built (M = 2.29, SD = 1.03).  
Argument-based opinion giving. Opinion leaders give opinions (Troldahl & van 
Dam, 1965) and should be able to provide arguments for their claims given their expertise 
(Gnambs & Batinic, 2012). Persuasion studies reveal that messages with explicit claims and 
arguments are influential (O'Keefe, 1997, 1998). Consequently, argument-based opinion 
giving was measured via a content analysis of the conversation transcripts, conducted by three 
coders. Argument-based opinion giving is a combined measure, composed of an opinion 
expression and a further statement providing elaboration. Units for coding were identified at 
the level of the turn, that is, a speaker’s utterance without interruption by the conversation 
partner5. Following Stromer-Galley (2007), every expression including a judgement was 
coded as an opinion (p. 10). This definition comprises explicit opinion expressions like 
general judgements as well as implicitly stated opinions in form of praise, critique, and calls 
to action. Elaborations on the issue could appear in statements providing a definition, an 
example, a solution for a problem, a consequence of a problem, a sign that something exists or 
 
4 The Spearman-Brown coefficient is the most adequate reliability coefficient for two-item scales 
(Eisinga, Grotenhuis, & Pelzer, 2013). 
5 To determine the identification reliability, three conversations were randomly selected, for which the 
coders identified the coding units. An agreement in 97 percent of the cases was achieved. 
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does not exist (see also Stromer-Galley, 2007, p. 11). To determine coding reliability, a 
random sample of 150 turns was independently coded by the three coders. Krippendorff’s α 
was .78 (95% CI [.71; .85]) for the opinion category and .76 (95% CI [.68; .84]) for the 
statement category. A variable “argument-based opinion” was computed and assigned to one 
if the turn included an opinion and an elaboration. The codes were aggregated up to the 
individual level. On average, the conversation partners stated about eight argument-based 
opinions (M = 8.26, SD = 3.99). 
Opinion effects. Opinion effects were measured by two items assessing respondents’ 
perceptions on the five-point rating scale: (1) “I feel confirmed in my opinion through the 
conversation”, (2) “The conversation made me more determined in my views.” Both items 
were recorded so that higher values represent opinion effects in terms of opinion conversion. 
As the measurement is thought to reflect effects on partner’s opinion, the partner’s assessment 
served as variable in the analysis. The items showed internal consistency (Spearman-Brown ρ 
= .81) and were combined in an average index (M = 2.02, SD = .91).  
Other-perceived opinion leadership. In the survey after the conversation, three items 
borrowed from the Childers (1986) scale were used to measure perception regarding opinion 
leadership in the political conversation. On five-point Likert scales, both dyadic partners 
made relative assessments on opinion leadership, that is, assessments if the opinion leadership 
items rather fit him-/herself or the conversation partner. Again, the partner’s assessment, that 
is, the other-perceptions on opinion leadership in the political conversation, was used in the 
analysis. With a Cronbach’s α of .70 the items can still be regarded as internally reliable 
(Nunnally, 1978).  
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Table 2 
Other-Perceived Opinion Leadership 
 M  SD 
In the previous political conversation, …   
(1) 1 = you gave a greater deal of 
information. 
5 = your conversation partner gave 
a greater deal of information.* 
3.21 .90 
(2) 1 = you told your conversation 
partner. 
5 = your conversation partner told 
you.* 
3.18 .84 
(3) 1 = your conversation partner 
was oriented towards your opinion.  
5 = you were oriented towards the 
opinion of your conversation 
partner. 
3.01 .66 
 3.13 .63 
Note. n = 154, listwise deletion of cases; *the first two items were formulated in the reverse 
direction in the questionnaire, they were recorded for the analysis such that a higher value 
indicates that the partner is recognized as a situational opinion leader.  
Analysis  
To address Merton’s (1968) notion that influence is a process implicating (at least) 
two people (p. 464), both conversation partners were considered in the analysis. In accordance 
with the actor-partner interdependence model (Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006) , the actor’s and 
the partner’s self-perceived opinion leadership were integrated into the analyses on the 
correspondences between self-perceived opinion leadership and the aspects of the influence 
process (i.e., influence goal, influential communication, opinion effects; RQ1) as well as 
between self- and other-perceptions (RQ2). To take account of the non-independence of 
dyadic data and to avoid biased significance tests, multilevel analyses were performed (Kenny 
SELF-PERCEIVED OPINION LEADERS   9 
 
et al., 2006). Snijders and Bosker’s (1999) pseudo R²s were calculated to obtain effect sizes. 
The analyses were run with HLM 7.0.  
 Results   
Table 3 presents the results on RQ1 about the correlations between self-perceived 
opinion leadership and the aspects of the influence process in political conversations.  
Table 3 
Opinion Leadership and its Correspondences with Aspects of the Influence Process  
 
Influence Goal 
(Actor) 
Influential 
Communication 
(Argument-based 
Opinion Giving; 
Actor) 
Opinion Effect 
(Partner) 
 b SE p b SE p b SE p 
Opinion Leadership 
(Actor) 
.265 .09 .004 .774 .32 .018 .217 .08 .008 
Opinion Leadership 
(Partner) 
-.135 .09 .133 -.762 .33 .025 -.152 .07 .034 
 R² = .051* R² = .071 R² = .051* 
Note. N = 156, *n = 154 (listwise deletion of cases); robust standard errors were used to test 
statistical significance; all predictors have been centered at the grand mean; 1pseudo R² 
suggested by Snijders and Bosker (1999). 
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It reveals that actor’s opinion leadership corresponds with the goal to influence the 
partner’s opinion. Additionally, opinion leadership is positively associated with argument-
based opinion giving. The higher the opinion leadership, the more argument-based opinions 
are contributed to the conversation. Interestingly, the partner’s opinion leadership also affects 
the actor’s communication behavior. With increasing partner’s opinion leadership, the actor’s 
amount of argument-based opinions decreases. With regard to opinion effects, the results 
show that the higher the self-perceived opinion leadership, the more the partner perceive a 
conversion of his/her opinion. Again, also the partner’s opinion leadership plays a significant 
role: The more he or she perceived him- or herself as an opinion leader, the weaker the 
opinion change. In general, the actor’s and partner’s self-perceived opinion leadership explain 
five to seven percent of the variance of the different influence process aspects. 
The results on RQ2—whether self-perceived opinion leadership corresponds with 
other-perceptions—demonstrate that the more the actor perceives him- or herself as an 
opinion leader, the more he or she is also designated as an opinion leader in the conversation 
by the partner (b = .200, SE = .06, p < .001)6. However, again, the social recognition as 
opinion leader also depends on the partner’s opinion leadership: With increasing self-
perceived opinion leadership of the partner, the recognition of the actor as an opinion leader 
declines (b = -.159, SE = .06, p = .011). The model explains approximately eleven percent of 
other-perceived opinion leadership (R² = 10.52)7.  
 
6 n = 154 (listwise deletion of cases). 
7 Pseudo R² suggested by Snijders and Bosker (1999). 
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Discussion 
Do Self-Perceived Opinion Leaders Actually Influence Others? 
The aim of the present research report was to shed light on the question of whether 
opinion leaders identified through self-designating scales actually lead opinions and, thus, 
influence others in political conversations. The study’s findings show that self-perceived 
opinion leadership is attended by aspects of the influence process in political conversations, 
that is, the goal to influence opinions, influential communication, and opinion effects. 
Moreover, the results show that self-perceived opinion leadership correlates with other-
perceived opinion leadership, indicating that it is socially recognized in political 
conversations. However, there are two findings that narrow the conclusion that self-
designating opinion leadership scales are a valid way to identify opinion leaders, when it 
comes to the question of actual influence.  
First, the results confirm Merton’s (1986) notion that influence is a two-sided process. 
In nearly all models, both the actor’s and the partner’s opinion leadership play a significant 
role. In other words, the question of whether the general tendency to act as an opinion leader 
is realized in a situation also depends on the partner’s opinion leadership. Because self-
designating opinion leadership scales are unable to account for interaction partners and 
situations, they are not able to represent the complexity of social interactions entirely. Second, 
the effects found in this study are rather small, ranging from five to eleven percent of 
explained variance. Therefore, the present contribution concludes that opinion leadership 
scales may indicate what takes place in everyday political life—but only to a limited and 
complexity-reducing extent, which has to be kept in mind when it comes to the use of self-
designating opinion leadership scales in communication research. 
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Limitations and Further Inquiries 
Although some procedures were used to heighten the study’s validity—for example, 
the lab setting resembled a living room and familiar conversation partners were recruited—, 
the examined conversations may diverge from naturally occurring, non-observed 
conversations. This is particularly true with regard to the standardization of the conversation 
topic that was set to immigration policy. Thus, participants were not free to choose their topic 
of expertise, which might have limited the realization of opinion leadership in the current 
conversations. However, a correlation analysis shows that self-perceived opinion leadership is 
associated with self-perceived expertise on immigration policy (r = .429, p = < .001)8, 
indicating that immigration policy is an adequate topic to study political opinion leadership.  
Second, a modified version of Childers’ (1986) scale was applied in which 
agree/disagree scales were used instead of the item-specific response options of the original 
scale. In a pre-study based on a sample of N = 118 students (age: M = 22.15, SD = 2.82; 68 % 
female)9, a comparison of both versions of the Childers scale did not reveal differences 
regarding the scales’ reliability (item-specific response format: Cronbach’s α = .89; 
agree/disagree response format: Cronbach’s α = .91). However, there is empirical evidence 
indicating that, in general, agree/disagree scales have lower quality—in terms of reliability 
and validity—compared to specific response scales (Saris, Revilla, Krosnick, & Shaeffer, 
2010). Given this limitation, the present study does not claim to be a validation study of the 
Childers scale, but can be understood as a study on the validity of self-designating opinion 
leadership scales in general. 
 
8 Measured by the item “Generally, I feel well informed about the issue of immigration policy.”  
9 A subsample of the students (n = 48) assessed items with the original item-specific response options, 
and another subsample (n = 70) indicated agreement with the items of the Childers scale on the agree/disagree 
format. 
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The present study focused on the definitional core aspects of political opinion 
leadership, that is, the goal to influence, influential communication, and opinion effects. Of 
course, all three dimensions let space for further inquiries. For example, there might be more 
goals leading opinion leaders in political conversations, such as relational goals (Eveland, 
Morey, & Hutchens, 2011). However, with its current focus, the study is able to provide first 
and important answers to the question as to whether self-perceived opinion leaders actually 
influence others. 
Conclusion 
This research report shows that self-designated opinion leadership is associated with 
influencing interactional partners and is socially recognized by others in political 
conversations, indicating that self-designating scales can be evaluated as a valid measurement. 
However, given the rather small effects and the significant role of the partner’s opinion 
leadership, the report concludes that self-designating scales are able to capture the social 
reality’s complexity only to a limited extent.  
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